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Field Notes:                                                                                                              August 7, 2000 
 
Winter forages may be critical for cattlemen. 
 
By: Dr. Ernie Flint, Area Agent/Agriculture 
 
Cattle producers are feeding hay as a way to supplement drought-damaged pastures.   
Providing good winter grazing is a way to stretch these limited hay supplies and add many 
pounds of gain that can be turned into cash. 
 Another reason to plant cool season forage is to utilize fertilizers that have been applied 
during the summer months but have not been taken up because of dry weather.   A winter forage 
crop is a way of retrieving some of the investment you have already made in fertilizer. 
  The favorite winter forage crop in this area is ryegrass.  This crop has for many years 
been the mainstay of most cool season grazing programs in Mississippi.  Just as with other crops, 
there are several factors that influence how well this grass performs and how well it fits into the 
overall farm forage program.   
 Ryegrass responds directly to the way soil is supplied with nutrients, and it is dependent 
on all of the characteristics of soil fertility, including pH, drainage, and the ability of the soil to 
supply water to roots.  Soil should be tested to make sure pH is 6.0 or above; if pH is below this 
level the soil is acidic and this or any other forage crop may not produce well.  There is still time 
to have this test done in time to get lime applied if it is needed.   
 Another critical consideration is establishment.  Ryegrass may not perform well when it 
is overseeded into actively growing summer vegetation; shading and competition for water and 
nutrients may not allow the crop to develop rapidly enough to provide fall grazing.  The 
alternatives for avoiding competition include spraying the field with herbicide to kill summer 
plants, or tilling the field prior to planting.  Another option is to run an aerator; this method 
provides a fairly good planting situation while at the same time avoiding the danger of soil 
erosion.     
 Variety selection is another important decision.  Many people still think that ryegrass is 
ryegrass, but choosing a good variety can make a big difference in the outcome of the crop.  
Seven varieties have been tested for four consecutive years at the Brown Loam Branch 
Experiment Station near Raymond.  In the order of their yields from highest to lowest, these 
included Tam 90, Rust Master, Marshall, Gulf, Surrey, Jackson, and Rio.    
 Mixing a small grain like wheat with ryegrass is an option, especially when fall grazing is 
important, as it will be this year.  The wheat develops fast, and provides a lot of volume for 
grazing in the fall; the ryegrass will grow through the wheat in spring to provide the highest 
volume then.   
 Cool season grasses not only provide energy, but also yield lots of crude protein.  
Samples submitted through this office have shown crude protein levels ranging from 17 to 21 
percent, depending on soil fertility and stage of harvest.    
Winter grazing has been important in Mississippi for many years, but it is still not being 
utilized as much as it should be.    Now is the time to begin preparing for a good winter grazing 
program.  Call us if we can help.  
